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MACEDONIA.

VII.—THE BYZANTINE CASTLE OF AVRET-HISSAR.

(a) HISTORICAL.

ABOUT eight miles south-west of Kilkish or Kukus, on the right bank
of the river Zensko, is the ruined village of Avret-Hissar. Facing the
village, on the left bank of the stream, is a prominent rocky spur,
rising steeply from the river and crowned by the remains of a remarkable
mediaeval building.

This was correctly identified by Leake,1 who does not appear to have
visited the site, as the castle of YvvaucoKao-rpo, which played a prominent
part in the history of this region in the fourteenth century. As I know
of no published description of it, these notes seem to be worth publication
in the hopes that a fuller study of the site may be made now that
exploration in this area is more feasible.

Our chief sources for the knowledge of this castle are contained in the
Chronicles of Cantacuzenus, where we read, 'TO TvvancoKacrrpov irpoa-
ayopevo/aevov eret^tcre (sc. 'AvSpoveuco'S 6 vedorepoi) /cal irvpyov eV

te /j,eyi<TTOv ical KaprepcoraTov avTicrj^eiv irpo<; iroKefuwv

«a l rrjv irpocrijiyopuav w? ical yvvaiKeia<; ovar)<; (ppovpas, icpeiTTWv

TravroiWi TroXe/xCoov Trpoa/3o\r)<;.' 2 We are told also by the same
writer that it was a day's march- from Salonika,3 and Nicephorus Gregoras

1 Travels in Northern Greece, iii. p. 479, note 3.
2 Cantacuzenus, ii. 38 ; cf. iv. 20, 22. (Reference is to the Venice edition of 1729.)
3 A/, iv. 20.
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MACEDONIA. AVRET-HISSAK. 99

gives the distance as 200 stades (25 miles).1 Its situation apparently
enabled it to dominate the neighbourhood, for Protostrator ravaged the
territory of Salonika from his encampment at the castle,2 and one can
well believe it to have been almost impregnable. In a revolt against
the Emperor it was captured by the Triballi,3 and when the Emperor
marched against it he was induced by Bessus, prefect of the garrison,
not to attack it, under promise of its surrender within fifteen days. Bessus,
however, broke his word. Another act of treachery is also associated with
the site, for we read in Nicephorus Gregoras4 that Theodore Synadenus,
suspected of favouring the cause of Cantacuzenus, left Salonika with his
supporters and escaped to Gynaekokastro; but when Cantacuzenus
followed him there Theodore resolved, rather than help him, to betray him
to Apocaucus. No fighting took place, and Cantacuzenus marched away
in fifteen days, to Uskub. This was apparently in 1342.

In 1350 we find Cantacuzenus negotiating for help with the king of
Serbia, and in the treaty drawn up in that year the latter received, as the
price of his aid, Pherai, Melenik, Strumnitza and Kastoria, Cantacuzenus
retaining Verria, Edessa, Gynaekokastro, Mygdonia and towns on the
Strymon.5 Afterwards it disappears from history, but it may be assumed
that the Turks did not omit to use so strong a fortress.

I cannot find anything to substantiate the story that in A. H. 775
(1374) it was defended by a woman.6 This may represent merely a later
invention to account for the name, but for its correct origin, as given above,
the version of Cantacuzenus may be accepted, owing to his personal
association with the early history of the place.

(6) TOPOGRAPHICAL AND ARCHITECTURAL.

The castle, which comprises a strong central portion and an outer
defence wall, stands on a rugged limestone bluff at a height of nearly
400 feet above the river Zensko ; this bluff falls sharply away on the west

1 Hist. xiii. i, 5. It is about 22 miles in a straight line.
2 Cantacuzenus, iii. 38, 39.
3 Id. iv. 20. The date is not clear from the narrative.
4 loc. cit.
6 Cantacuzenus, iv. 2 1 ; quoted by Leake, op. cit. p. 478 f.; cf. Tafel, De Thessalonica

einsque agro dissertatio geographica (Berlin, 1839), pp. 236, 279-281.
6 Hadschi Chalfa, Rumelia et Bosnia, p. 84. .
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and north ; the ground falls less steeply on the east, and comparatively
gently on the south. The view from the summit is of great extent and
remarkably beautiful. The saddle connecting the castle spur with the
hills to the south-east is quite ioo feet lower than the height of the
ground floor level of the central building. On the lower slope, south-west
of the outer wall, are many fragments of pottery, some clearly mediaeval,
others apparently Roman, and a few which might be undecorated
prehistoric wares. Traces of wall foundations appear at one or two
points on this slope. The outer wall, which is standing in some places,
notably to the north-west of the central building, to a height of about
8 feet, takes advantage, especially near its south-west angle, of outcrops
of native rock, which enable its height to be materially increased at a
few points. There is a gateway 12 feet wide (see Plan) in the south wall,
about 30 feet from the south-west angle, which must have formed the
main approach.

As circumstances did not permit anything like a complete survey of
the site, I cannot give more than an approximate estimate of the area
enclosed by the outer wall. At the north end where the enclosure is
narrowest, the width is about 100 feet, at the south end fully 300, and
the maximum length from north to south is roughly 600 feet. The north
wall has entirely disappeared, but its returns on the east and west are
well preserved. In addition to the gateway mentioned above there seems
to be no other in the outer wall. Other features are a projecting tower on
the east wall, abreast of the central building (2 on Plan), and a series of
arched recesses on the inside of the northern portion of the western
circuit-wall. These seem to be contemporary with the structure, and not
openings subsequently filled up. A portion of the crenellation of the
south-east wall is still preserved.

The material used is rubble masonry, with thick interstices of mortar,
and only in a few places are the stones laid in more or less regular courses,
e.g. near the south gateway. There are a few tiles built in irregularly at
various points, in striking contrast with the central building where the tile
courses are arranged with considerable eye to effect.

In fact the construction of the central building appears to be of a
much higher quality than that of the outer wall. As the plan shows
(Fig. 1) this consisted of two rooms (la, id) measuring 19 feet 6 inches
by 14 feet 6 inches, separated by a partition wall 2 feet 6 inches in
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thickness. The width of the outer walls is 4 feet 9 inches, and in the west
room there are two slit window-openings reaching up about four feet from
the floor level. These narrow from about two feet on the inside to an

•r N..H, f-4. .

AMET-HISSAfc.

FIG. 1.—AVRET-HISSAR : SKETCH 1'I.AN OF NORTH E N D AND SOUTH GATE.

(Scale, ca. I : 360.)

aperture of a few inches. There are no visible indications of an entrance
but it must have been in the north wall. The outer wall of the west room is
standing in places to a height of about twenty feet, and traces of a vaulted
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roof are visible. There was clearly a storey above this chamber, and it
may be assumed that the corresponding room on the east, of which the
walls have collapsed, was similarly roofed, and that the upper storey
extended over both. The height of the rooms on the ground floor appears
to have been about fifteen feet to the crown of the vault. Immediately
to the west of the window in the south wall is a small fireplace with a
flue, in the thickness of the wall.

It is in the outer face of the wall at the south-west angle of the
central building that the best masonry is preserved. Squared stones are
employed to a larger extent than is noticeable elsewhere on the site, and
there are regular courses of tiles about î - inches thick, set in thick mortar.
Traces are also visible of the use of beams stet longitudinally in the core
of the wall for strengthening purposes. This usage is well known in early
mediaeval fortification. It was exemplified in the late Roman walls at
Sparta, where small stems, apparently of pine, were set both longways and
crossways in the rubble core of the wall.1

At its north-west angle the central building is connected, by a
westward continuation of the north wall, with the outer circuit wall.
This cross wall (3 on Plan), which seems from its bonding to be con-
temporary with the rest of the structure, is not preserved above ground
level. To the best of my recollection there is no trace of an entrance, but
the lie of the ground makes it probable that the approach from the south
gate to the central building passed between the latter and the outer wall at
this point.

There are also the remains of a wall (4) about forty feet in length
running from the south-east angle of the central building to join the outer
wall at a short distance south of the tower on the latter, described above.
This wall, which runs down the slope at an average angle of about
30 degrees, is well preserved for the most part but has collapsed at the
point where it joined the central building. There is a gap, presumably
contemporary with the wall, near its east end, and it seems not unlikely that
this was the approach from the outer area to the stables and similar out-
buildings which may reasonably be supposed to have been situated at the
foot of the slope between the central building and the outer wall on
the east.

In concluding these very imperfect notes may I express a hope that
1 B.S.A, xii. (1905-6), p. 426.
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they may incite someone better qualified to undertake a full examination
of the whole site ? Excavation of the fallen masonry might shed further
light on the structure of the central building, and possibly reveal traces of
an earlier occupation, and an accurate survey in any case would add
considerably to our knowledge of what is after all a well-dated landmark
in the history of Byzantine military architecture.

A. M. WOODWARD.


